EARLY TRAINING

he felt was laid upon him, the exact nature of which it
was not given to him at once to descry, though his
natural aptitudes and inborn tastes pointed to a liter-
ary work, a great poem which should be an act of
service to God and to his country, poetry 'doctrinal to
a nation'. *I began thus far to consent both to them*
(Sis Italian friends) *and divers of my friends here at
home; and not less to an inward prompting which
grew daily upon me, that by labour and intent study
(which I take to be my portion in this life) join'd with
the strong propensity of nature, I might perhaps
leave something so written to aftertimes as they should
not willingly let it die/x So he wrote in 1641 when at
last it seemed to him that he stood on the threshold of
his great undertaking; but more than twenty years
were to elapse before the fruit of that high enterprise
was to see the light, and of these years at least eighteen
were to be given to quite other tasks.

That the careful training which Milton's parents,
like Ruskin's, provided for him, that the years of
preparation and apparent inaction which his father
allowed him, and he justified himself for accepting,
were not wasted, we have his great poem to prove.
But equally certainly such a training, such an indul-
gence of a young man's confidence in himself and
his mission, were not without detriment to him as a
man. Milton and Ruskin were fine instruments cun-
ningly prepared for the special task they were to per-
form, but thereby to some extent unfitted for the con-
tact into which they were to be brought with a rough
and ready world, and suffering from the contact when
it came in a way which has left a deep impress upon
their work:

1 The Reason of Church Government, Book n. Introduction.